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Chapter 1: Biographical Information: Joseph Schwantner
Joseph Schwantner is originally from Chicago, Illinois and was born on March 22, 1943. At an early
age Schwantner had a great interest in music and began studying guitar at age 7. He was also a tubist
while in grade school and was encouraged to compose and arrange music. Schwantner was fortunate
enough to attend a high school where he was able to take classes in theory and music history.
Even while in secondary school he already was receiving recognition as a composer as a jazz
composition of his, Offbeat, won the National Band Camp Award in 1959. These events solidified
Schwantner’s wish to pursue a career in composition. Schwantner went on to study composition at the
undergraduate level at the Chicago Conservatory College completing his Bachelor of Music degree in
1964. He continued to study at the graduate level at Northwestern University. He earned his Master of
Music degree in 1966 and his Doctorate of Music degree in 1968. His composition teachers included
Bernard Dieter, Anthony Donato, and Alan Stout.
Schwantner has served as Professor of Composition at the Eastman School of Music as well as
the Julliard School of Music and the Yale School of Music. In 1987-88 he was the Karel Husa Visiting
Professor of Composition at Ithaca College. In addition he served as the Composer-in-Residence with
the Saint Louis Symphony Orchestra as part of the MEET THE COMPOSER/Orchestra Residencies
Program. This program was sponsored by several entities such as the Exxon Corporation, the
Rockefeller Foundation, and the National Endowment for the Arts from 1982-1985. A few of the most
notable awards that Schwantner has received include the Pulitzer Prize for Music in 1979 for his
orchestral composition Aftertones of Infinity and a nomination for a Grammy Award in “Best New
Classical Composition” in 1985 for his orchestral composition Magabunda.
Being one of the prominent composers of our time, the contributions of Joseph Schwantner to the
literature of the wind band are significant. Although primarily known as an orchestral composer, he has
1

contributed four major works to the wind band repertoire, …and the mountains rising nowhere (1977),
From a Dark Millenium (1981), In evening’s stillness (1996), and Recoil (2004). In addition,
Schwantner also has two major orchestral works that have been transcribed for band as well, Percussion
Concerto, transcribed by Andrew Boysen (composed 1992, transcribed 1994), and New Morning for the
World “Daybreak of World,” transcribed by Nikk Pilato (composed 1982, transcribed 2004).

2

Chapter 2: History of the Work
From a Dark Millennium was commissioned in 1980 by the Mid-America Band Directors
Association.1 While this piece is a single movement work it is in fact a “re-orchestration” of the second
movement of another chamber piece by the composer entitled Music of Amber. This chamber work was
originally began as a single movement work entitled Wind Willow, Whisper… It was commissioned by
the Fromm Music Foundation to commemorate the tenth anniversary of the Da Capo Chamber Players
and was premiered in 1980.2 Another chamber ensemble named the New York Music Ensemble
requested a new piece from Schwanter at this time.3 Schwantner was very pleased with Wind Willow,
Whisper… and decided he wanted to lengthen it. Having recently completed From a Dark Millennium,
he decided that music of From a Dark Millennium would make a good second movement to Wind
Willow, Whisper and with some re-orchestration Music of Amber was created.4 Music of Amber was
awarded First Prize in the Kennedy Center Friedheim Awards in 1981. 5 The original title of the 2nd
movement of Music of Amber was Sanctuary and was loosely based on an original poem by Schwantner:
SANCTUARY…..
Deep forests
a play of Shadows
Most ancient murmurings
from a dark millennium
the trembling fragrance
of the music of amber.

Schwantner also considered this piece as well as two other works (…and the mountains
rising nowhere and In evening’s stillness) as mated works that can be performed together as a larger,

1Jeffery Renshaw,

Teaching Music through Performance in Band (Chicago: GIA Publications, 2001), 3; 682.
James Popejoy, “From a Dark Millenium comes The Music of Amber: A comparative study of two works by
Joseph Schwantner” (DMA diss., University of North Texas, 2000), 21-22., in UNT Digital
Library,http://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc2611/ (accessed April 29, 2013).Ibid, 683.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid, 3.
2

3

multi-movement work.6 The formal design of this would start with …and the mountains rising nowhere,
progress to In evening’s stillness, and end with From a Dark Millenium.7

6
7

Ibid, 7.
Ibid.
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Chapter 3: Compositional Techniques
A major attribute in Schwantner’s compositional style for the wind band is his unique
instrumentation. The instrumentation for From a Dark Millenium is as follows:
3 flute (2nd and 3rd flutes double piccolos)
2 oboes
English Horn
3 Bb clarinets (2nd and 3rd clarinets double bass clarinets) (1st clarinet doubles Eb clarinet)
3 Bassoons
4 horns in F
3 trumpets in Bb
4 trombones (4th bass trombone)
Tuba
2 contrabasses
Amplified grand piano
Amplified Celeste
Percussion 1, marimba, 3 remo roto toms (pitches and sizes specified), small sus. cym., large
tam-tam, vibraphone with bass bow (shared with perc. 2)
Percussion 2, glockenspiel, 4 timbales, med. sus. cym., lrg. sus. triangle, med. bass drums
Percussion 3, crotales, 3 tom-toms, med. sus. cym., large tam-tam, vibraphone with bass bow
(shared with perc. 4)
Percussion 4, xylophone, tubular bells, 3 remo roto toms (pitches and sizes specified), lrg. sus.
cym., large bass drum
Percussion 5, timpani
There are specific qualities of this that are unusual, such as the absence of saxophones and
euphoniums from the wind section. While this form of instrumentation is not common in typical wind
band literature, it is reminiscent of the works commissioned by Robert Austin Boudreau’s American
Wind Orchestra due to the lack of saxophones and euphoniums. Schwantner also hoped that by using
orchestral winds, symphony orchestras would be willing to program this piece.8

8

Nikk Pilato, “A CONDUCTOR’S GUIDE TO THE WIND MUSIC OF JOSEPH SCHWANTNER WITH A
TRANSCRIPTION OF THE COMPOSER’S “NEW MORNING FOR THE WORLD”” (PhD diss., Florida State University,
2007), 12.
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Another important aspect of this instrumentation is the use of amplified piano and amplified
celeste. The piano in particular takes on a soloistic role throughout the work. Unlike a majority of the
wind band works, piano and celeste are of critical importance to the musical fabric of this piece.
The percussion instruments are of equal importance with the winds and keyboard instruments.
While in a majority of band compositions from the same time period employ percussion purely as a
coloristic elements, in this work the percussion is critical to the music. Also unique is the specification
of remo roto toms, their sizes, and even the pitches to which each drum is to be tuned. Percussion 1 is
directed to use 12”, 10”, and 8” roto toms tuned to

F-sharp 3, C4, and F4 respectively while

percussion four is directed to use 18”, 16”, and 14” roto toms tuned to F-sharp 2, C3, and F3
respectively.
Another important instrumental element that is not included in the instrumentation list is the
extended requirements of the wind players to whistle and sing in addition to instrumental performance.
Schwantner describes this timbral color as his “celestial choir.”9 The use of extended requirements of
the musicians by Schwantner is a result of his early chamber work in which he wanted to achieve more
sounds and give the musicians more to do.10
3.1

MUSICAL ELEMENTS
The primary sonorities employed in From a Dark Millenium are from the octatonic scale which

serves both melodic and harmonic roles throughout the piece through a variety of manipulations of
octatonic subsets.

9

Ibid., 13.
Ibid.

10
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Illustration 3.1
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

This horizontal arrangement of the octatonic scale is unique because it serves as the basis for
vertical arrangements later in the piece. Segmenting this octatonic arrangement into two pitch class
subsets consisting of four notes each and arranging both sets into prime form reveals that both subsets
share the prime form of [0,1,3,6]. In addition, both sets are related by inversion and transposition by 2
(T2I) and when combined all of the notes of the octatonic scale are present. A pitch class set is defined
as a collection of pitch classes. The prime form of a pitch class set can be found by first arranging said
pitch class set into ascending order with the smallest interval possible between the first and last notes,
otherwise known as normal order. Prime form can be found taking the normal order and inverting it to
place the smallest intervals to the left. While the normal order of the first four note set from fig. 2 is
[0,3,5,6] its prime form is [0,1,3,6]. Every pitch class set discussed in this document will be described
in its prime form.

7

Illustration 3.2
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

This particular arrangement is also used as harmonic material for the piece. The same octatonic
arrangement based on pitch class set [0,1,3,6] from m. 1 is used in m. 18, however the notes here are
arranged vertically rather than horizontally. For the purposes of clarity, any kind of vertical
arrangement of the octatonic scale will be referred to as an octatonic chord in this document.

Illustration 3.3
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

8

In addition to [0,1,3,6], there are several other arrangements of four note octatonic subsets that
serve melodic and harmonic roles throughout the piece such as [0,1,3,4], [0,1,4,6], [0,1,6,7], and
[0,2,3,6]. What is interesting about each octatonic subset is that every one of them can combine with
itself at some transposition to form the rest of the octatonic scale. While there are moments of a more
free style of composition, much of the music throughout this piece is a result of specific manipulations
of these octatonic subsets.

Illustration 3.4
3.2

NOTATION
An aspect of Schwantner’s music that is unique is his method of notation. Schwantner’s method

notates time signatures visually rather than the traditional manner. Another matter of importance
regarding meter in this work is that every meter is referenced to an eighth note beat rather than a quarter
note beat as is more common. Subdivisions of 32nd notes and 64th notes also appear in this work.
Complex time signatures such as 11/16 are notated to indicate where the beat occurs rather than the
traditional method that just indicates the number of subdivisions

.
Illustration 3.5
For the percussion, Schwantner used an “X” to indicate the absence of a meter. Other special
notations include a creative note head that uses a dot which precedes a dotted note. The preceding dot
subtracts half the value of the traditional dot.
9

Illustration 3.6
In addition, Schwantner also notates this score in a French scoring format. While this practice is
not unique to him it is of importance. Schwantner developed the use of this practice from George
Crumb who told him, “Music that looks beautiful often sounds beautiful.”11
3.3

ORCHESTRATION
Another layer of Schwantner’s compositional technique is his unique approach to orchestration.

One of the characteristic Schwantner examples of orchestration is the employment of a melodic
technique he calls “shared monody.” Shared monody is taking a single melodic line and dividing it
among several different instruments. An example of this can be found in m. 54. In this measure, a
horizontal arrangement of the octatonic scale based on the [0,1,6,7] pitch class set is presented in the
celeste and piano and is divided among the woodwind instruments.

11

Ibid., 10.
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Illustration 3.7
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

Schwantner also employed characteristic techniques reminiscent of Debussy when approaching
harmony. Much like Debussy he used harmony in a coloristic fashion rather than in a traditional
functional manner. Unlike many musical works where harmony is a means of progression, in this work
the harmony is much more static. One such example can be observed in m. 53 where the horns and
upper woodwinds present a melodic fragment in octaves that is immediately followed by a response
11

from the rest of the brass. The brass melodic response is similar in shape and contour to the
woodwind/horn fragment, but is also harmonized by an octatonic chord.

Illustration 3.8
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

Another harmonic technique employed by Schwantner is what he terms “static pillars of
harmony.” This technique is in some ways similar to playing a melody on a piano and holding down the
sustain pedal. Much like shared monody, each instrument plays one note of the melodic idea. However,
after the initial entrance the note is sustained until the melody is completed with a resulting vertical
sonority. These blocks of sound are held unchanging for a period of time. An example of this can be
observed in m. 67.

12

Illustration 3.9
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

The form of the work is developmental in nature, meaning that musical material presented early
in the work and is continually developed through a number of variations throughout the work. Basic
pitch materials like the octatonic subsets presented earlier are manipulated harmonically and melodically
in a variety of ways and are restated in multiple transpositions, orchestrations, combinations, etc.
Minimalism is also an important factor as much of the musical material in several sections of the piece is
repeated several times. The result is a substantial single movement work that reflects a long and slow
development of simple pitch collections and carefully crafted orchestration.
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Chapter 4: Analysis of From a Dark Millennium
The opening section of this piece, encompassing m. 1-19, is in four eighth notes meter with a
metronome marking of eighth note = 56. There is also the descriptive marking “with a sense of
mystery.” The primary pitch material for this section is a melodic ostinato presentation of the octatonic
set based on the [0,1,3,6] subset (illustration 3.1). The piano and vibraphone in percussion 3 serve as the
primary vehicle for this octatonic set. Every two bars an additional line of the [0,1,3,6] based octatonic
set transposed up a minor third is added. After eight bars the [0,1,3,6] based octatonic set is presented in
a parallel moving fully diminished 7th chord. This is an example of harmonic planing and a harmonic
language similar to Debussy where the harmony does not serve a traditional functional role.
Considering that the harmony in this opening section is non-functional, there are indicators that
the central note in this opening section is F. This pitch is tonicized through a number of ways, such as
the regular occurring accents on F in the piano and celeste. The accents on F are also reinforced by the
horns and singers from the woodwinds. There is also an interesting rhythmic element with the F in that
its restatement every bar alternates between the down beat and up beat of 1. Beginning in m. 11, the rest
of the brass adds to the texture by presenting an octatonic chord with a bass of F-sharp. This texture
stops in m. 17 with this octatonic chord and in m. 18 the octatonic chord is revoiced based on the
[0,1,3,6] subset (illustration 3.3). The entire section is brought to a close in m. 19 with the woodwind
performers singing F on the syllable “ah.”
In terms of pitch material, the first 19 measures are static. However, musical progression is
achieved through the orchestration as keyboard instruments are added to the octatonic ostinato. Also,
the brass layering of the octatonic chord on top of the melodic presentation of the octatonic ostinato in
the keyboards in m. 11 is another level of development. Finally, the use of dynamics in the brass
repeatedly crescendo and decrescendo more widely every bar is the last layer of progression that makes

14

this opening section work compositionally. Each measure has more dramatic crescendo and
decrescendo than the preceding measure.
The next section spans m. 20-34 with several defining characteristics. The pitch material in this
section combines three different octatonic subsets: [0,1,4,6], [0,1,3,6], and [0,1,5,6]. The main melody
of the section is presented repeatedly in the “celestial choir” beginning in m. 20 and is an inversion of
[0,1,4,6] beginning on G-flat. Also, Schwantner controls the tone of the singing by specifying what
syllables the choir is using. The brass present in response to the woodwinds, the same motive as a choir
of whistlers a third higher beginning on A (4.1).

Illustration 4.1
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

Another textural feature in this section is the use of the percussion. The four percussionists are
repeating a chord progression of four tetrachords which are metrically free by means of bowing the
vibraphone. This chord progression is unique because the vertical arrangement of the tetrachords
alternate between the [0,1,4,6] and [0,1,3,6] pitch class sets. The horizontal pattern of the bottom, third,
and top voice of the tetrachords also outline a fully diminished seventh chord (illustration 4.2). This is

15

another example of how the octatonic scale is being manipulated in multiple ways in the tonal
soundscape of this work.

Illustration 4.2
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

The octatonic arrangement from the first section is presented again in the piano and celeste in
this section but is now fulfilling an accompanying role. [0,1,3,6] serves as the basis for the tonal
structure of the keyboard entrance in m. 21 but is ornamental in nature. Another ornamental figure is
presented in the keyboards in m. 27 and m. 31, but is based on the [0,1,6,7] octatonic subset (4.3).

16

Illustration 4.3
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

A new tonal development in this section is the pitch material that comprises the flute solo. While
all of the pitch material observed thus far in the work fits neatly into a variation of a quantifiable
octatonic subset, the pitch material in the flute follows more general principles. Much of the melodic
material in this work, such as exemplified in fig. 6 and fig. 8, follows a general principle of alternating
between leaps and steps. The flute solo from m. 25- 27 has some elements of rigidity of following one
of aforementioned octatonic subset, [0,1,3,6], but also follows the general contour of alternating between
leaps and steps within the tonal confines of the octatonic scale. Also, there is a degree of pragmatism in
m. 27 for the flute as it gives the choir of whistlers their starting pitches. This freer pitch material from
beat three of m. 25 through m. 26 is refreshing as it gives an organic element to an otherwise extremely
rigid tonal structure (illustration 4.4).
17

Illustration 4.4
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

All of these elements come together to form a unique texture. Even with all of the timbral
possibilities of the ensemble, Schwantner was creative and chose to use the human voice and whistle as
the main timbre of the texture. The entrance of the whistlers in m. 27 is marked “ethereal,
otherworldly.” With the piano and flute interjections and meterless percussion, the “otherworldly”
quality comes through clearly.
The next section of the work encompasses m. 35-53 and marks a departure in style from what
has been presented thus far. It is marked “dark foreboding” with a meter of three dotted eighth notes
plus one eighth note. The pitch material for this section is quite simple and mostly static. It begins with
the singers and whistlers fading away from an alternating C-B-flat in m. 35-37. The tuba, bassoon,
basses, and piano drive with an ostinato of a sustained low B-flat on beat 1 alternating with a D-flat on
beat 4 of every bar until m. 50. Beginning in m. 38 a new layer is added to the ostinato that emphasizes
the second sixteenth note subdivision of every beat. The pitch structure of the added layer begins on C3
and follows the [0,1,3,4] pitch class set. It is also harmonized by interval class 5 (IC 5) that moves in
parallel motion below the top layer. Beginning in m. 42 a layer is added to the harmony as Schwantner
stacked another perfect 5th at the top of the harmony. The use of IC 5 is employed in another manner as
18

the entire melody is transposed up by a perfect fourth in m. 45 (illustration 4.5). Interval class
represents the number of half steps, and its inversion, up to tritone.

Illustration 4.5
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

While much of the pitch material from m. 35- 47 is repetitive, there is musical development that
occurs in instrumental layering throughout these bars. The ostinato that begins in m. 38 starts with only
piano but every subsequent bar the instrumental color is enhanced through addition until m. 42. This
begins with the bass clarinets on m. 38, bassoons on m. 40, 1st and 2nd trombones on m. 41, 3rd and 4th
trombones and clarinet on m. 42, horns on m. 45, and finally oboes and English horn in m. 46. The
percussion is used to emphasize the first and second sixteenth note subdivisions of beats 1 and 4. In
addition a steady crescendo until m. 48 with a stringendo at m. 46 helps usher in the arrival of next
section at m. 48.
The texture grows dramatically heavier at m. 48 as the pitch material changes and the brass take
over the texture at a forte dynamic marking. The B-flat-D-flat ostinato from the bottom of the texture in
m. 35 is slightly modified in m. 48 as now the beats are marked only by B-flat. The brass, minus
trumpets take over the texture in m. 48. The trumpets follow in m. 49, and adhere to a very rhythmically
19

syncopated pattern that is based on chromatically falling fifths that are displaced by the octave. The
harmony begins to thicken in the third sixteenth note subdivision of beat 1 of m. 50 with a vertical
arrangement of the octatonic scale. The percussion serve as the climax of this sub phrase as all
percussion are playing drums the last three 32nd notes of m. 50.

Illustration 4.6
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

The final portion of this section encompasses m. 51-53 and serves as the final climax before
transitioning into the next section at m. 54. The harmony in m. 51 still utilizes various vertical
arrangements of the octatonic scale. It is also marked a piacere (as you please) with fermatas on every
third sixteenth note subdivision of the first three beats, so in addition to such a dense harmony there is
also an added halting effect. The orchestration is almost tutti brass, horns are absent, with piano and
some pianissimo woodwinds. The percussion, all playing drums at this moment, helps to reestablish
forward momentum on beat 4 of m. 51 which is marked at dotted quarter note equals seventy two.
Measure 52 utilizes the same harmony, however it is now in time, the woodwinds and horns sustain an
20

E-flat, and the percussion rhythmically respond to the brass. This measure bears the descriptive marking
molto aggressivo (illustration 4.7).

Illustration 4.7
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

The next measure serves the final climax of this section. The musical elements of m. 53 were
already discussed earlier as an example of coloristic harmony (illustration 3.8).
Measures 54- 64 mark the next section of this work. This is where the developmental aspects of
the work begin to come through. This section is composed of three subsections; m. 54-56, m. 57-61,
and m. 62-64. Many of the musical elements of m. 54-56 were discussed earlier, illustrated in fig. 7 as
an example of shared monody. In addition, it is important to note that in m. 54-56 the meter changes to
four eighth note and is marked exuberantly. What also makes these measures important is that they
contain a development of the material first presented in the beginning of the work. The pitch material is
a melodic arrangement of the octatonic scale organized around a four note subset. Being that m. 54-56
are organized around [0,1,6,7] and the beginning is organized around [0,1,3,6] shows a level of
21

development from a pitch material stand point as previously presented music is reused in a new way.
Also, the change in progression from unisons in the beginning to the shared monody of m. 54-56 shows
musical development from an orchestration stand point.
Through m. 54 the last octatonic chord from m. 53 is sustained with a concert A-flat in the horns
continuing through m. 55. The occurrence of this held A-flat when coupled with the fact that the
[0,1,6,7] based octatonic scale in these bars is organized around A-flat shows that there is a slight
tonicization of A-flat in these three measures.
The middle subsection, which encompasses m. 57-61, is a distinct change in character from the
previous subsection. The time signature of this section is six eighth note and is marked misterioso.
Much of the rhythmic drive from the previous subsection is gone with only the delicato marked triangle
part playing constant 32nd notes. There is also the added color of three different sizes of suspended
cymbals sustaining through these measures. The almost tutti woodwinds, upper double reeds are absent,
are sustaining an A while a melody that is two octaves apart is presented in the 1 st flute and 1st bassoon
(illustration 4.8). The flute/bassoon melody follows the melodic principles of the flute solo from m. 2527, illustrated in fig. 13. As a transitional element, an octatonic chord based on the [0,1,3,6] similar to
the octatonic chord in illustration 3.3 is presented with the tutti brass in m. 61.

Illustration 4.8
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
Copyright © 1981 by Schott Helicon Music Corporation
All Rights Reserved.
22

Used by permission of Schott Helicon Music Corporation

Measures 62- 64 mark a return of the material from m. 54-57 with one notable difference. The
tutti brass sustain a [0,2,3,6] tetrachord for the first time in this piece with an F-sharp bottom note
through m. 63. The F-sharp’s from this tetrachord are sustained through m. 64 and the F-sharp is
eventually transferred to the piano at beginning of the next section in m. 65.
Spanning from m. 65- 74, the next section is marked con elevazione ed elegante and uses
musical material previously presented in the piece. One of the prominent features is the motor rhythm
of constant 32nd notes on a sustained pitch in the piano. The motor rhythm is interrupted by melodic
arrangements of the [0,1,3,6] based octatonic motives from the piano and celeste, similar to that seen in
m. 21 from fig. 10. There are four statements of the [0,1,3,6] octatonic motive in this section which
alternate from beginning on F-sharp to beginning on E-flat. The final pitch of each scale acts as the
sustained pitch of the 32nd note ostinato and consequently alternates between A-flat and F.
Each time the piano and celeste play the [0,1,3,6] based octatonic motive there is also a response
from the clarinets with same material. In conjunction with this the trombones and double reeds augment
the clarinet statements while producing the “static pillars” of harmony effect from illustration 3.9. The
horns and trumpet also interject a chromatic motive that is unique to this section (illustration 4.9).

Illustration 4.9
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
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The next section, m. 75-91, displays further development of earlier material. The [0,1,3,6] based
octatonic scale from the beginning of the work returns verbatim in the keyboards as background
material. Much like the beginning, the F-sharp is reinforced in the horns and basses. Unlike the
beginning however, the [0,1,3,6] based octatonic motive is not relayered upon itself in transpositions of
minor thirds and the metallic mallet percussion now help reinforce the F and F-sharp in a fashion similar
to the horns and basses. A more developed version of the “free” melody first presented in m. 57-61
serves as the primary material in this section through the 1 st flute, English horn, E-flat clarinet, and first
bassoon (illustration 4.10).

Illustration 4.10
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The last portion of this section, m. 88-91, serves as a transition to the next section of the work.
In this subsection the orchestration once again is the primary compositional device. The [0,1,3,6] based
octatonic motive in the keyboards becomes the frame work for a display of Schwantner’s static pillar of
harmony from the tutti brass. A brass instrument enters on every sixteenth note of m. 88 until the entire
octatonic scale is vertically present. In m. 90 the [0,2,3,6] tetrachord takes over the harmony with the
tutti ensemble. The tetrachord is voiced the same way in the woodwinds as it is in the brass; however,
they are separated by an octave. Schwantner used this in a creative way by tapering the brass to niente
in m. 91 while simultaneously having the woodwinds crescendo to ff until m. 91. The resulting effect is
the aural color shift from the brass to the woodwinds on the same tetrachord.
The next section encompasses m. 92-108 and many of its subsections that are related to each
other by a common musical element. Every subsection is a variation of the [0,1,3,6] based octatonic
motive presented in the previous section and from the beginning of the work. The meter returns to three
dotted eighth notes plus one eighth note and is marked con grandezza e deciso in m. 92-94. The pitch
material is very similar to the opening section of the work in a number of ways. Like the beginning the
pitch material is an arrangement of the octatonic scale and the contour is disjunct even if the pitches are
close to one another in the scale. Every measure in these three measures contains twelve notes and each
measure is identical to the other. The actual construction of the pitch material is a compositionally
virtuosic display of the octatonic subset tetrachords used thus far in the work. The first four notes are
[0,1,4,6], the next four are [0,2,3,6], and the last four are [0,1,3,6]. In addition to this, the horns are in
unison together and are presenting a transposition of the [0,1,4,6] melody that was first presented by the
celestial choir in m. 20. All these patterns collide together to produce an octatonic melody that is
presented in shared monody by the tutti brass (illustration 4.11).
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Beginning in m. 95 and continuing until m. 100, the next section changes to a six eighth note
meter and is marked sub. delicatamente. The octatonic ostinato from the previous three measures is
present again and similar to the treatment in the beginning. A transposition of the ostinato that is up a
minor third is added to the original ostinato and both move together in parallel motion. The ostinato and
its transposition are presented in the piano, celeste, marimba, vibraphone, and xylophone. In contrast to
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m. 92-94 the clarinet and flutes split the ostinato in shared monody. Another layer of sophistication
present in this example of shared monody is that every individual part of the shared monody also
outlines a fully diminished seventh chord. In addition to this texture, the brass again become a whistling
choir and presenting the [0,1,4,6] melody from earlier, now transposed a third higher than the version
presented by the horns in m. 92 (illustration 4.12).

Illustration 4.12
Schwantner FROM A DARK MILLENNIUM
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The next subsection consists of two ideas and encompasses m. 101-104. The meter changes
back to three dotted eighth notes plus one eighth note with the marking prorompendo, meaning gushing.
Harmonically, an octatonic chord voiced exactly like the chord illustrated in fig. 3 is presented and
sustained on beat 1 of m. 101 and m.104 in the woodwinds and keyboards. In these measures the
percussion drive the music forward rhythmically. The percussion, all playing drums, split the rhythm of
four sixteenth notes and three thirty-second note triplets for the first three beats and four thirty-second
notes on beat four. The splitting of the rhythm is another example of the shared monody technique that
Schwantner has already employed in the winds thus far in the work. The inner measures of this
subsection, m. 102-103, use the same material from m. 92 with the tutti brass splitting the material.
The final subsection, m. 105-108, again uses the same material from m. 92 but this time it is
presented in whole, i.e. not split, with the entire wind ensemble and keyboards. Beginning in m. 107 the
five percussionists, all playing drums, layer in on every beat presenting a repeating rhythm from m. 101
and m. 104. Just like the winds in this subsection, the percussion do not split the rhythm but instead
present it in unison. In m. 108 the winds and keyboard stop playing leaving the percussion to drive the
music to the next section. This exemplifies Schwantner’s compositional trait to use the percussion on
equal terms with the winds.
The next section, m. 109-120, presents new material not previously heard and is divided into two
subsections, m.109-112, m. 113-116, and m. 117-120. Measures 109-112 are composed of two
independent lines both at ff. One line is presented by the low winds and the other is presented by the
high winds. The celeste doubles the high winds line while the piano presents both lines. The lower line
consists of syncopated dyads that alternate between fifths and fourths. The pitch material is not as
organized as it was in previous sections but generally follows a half step motion that is displaced by
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octaves with other occasional skips. The upper line is also syncopated and “fills in” the rhythmic gaps
of the lower pattern. Compositely, with percussion playing tam-tams and bass drum, the entire
ensemble utilizes every sixteenth note of every bar. Harmonically the upper winds consist of augmented
triads with added major sevenths moving in parallel motion. Like the lower line, the upper line is not
organized in a strict manner as in previous sections but does follow a general pattern of moving by half
step motion that is displaced by an octave with other occasional skips (illustration 4.13). This section
also foreshadows the music in m. 121-132.
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Measures 113-116 act as a transitional subsection with a decrease in rhythmic activity from the
previous four bars. The meter changes to five eighth note and the two lines from the previous four bars
are still somewhat rhythmically independent. While both still maintain their harmonic integrity they do
begin to move together in parallel motion of down a half step followed by down a minor third through
m. 113-114 while dynamically decaying. Measure 115 features harmony unique to this piece thus far as
it consists of parallel minor triads. Another new and somewhat unique chord introduced in the last
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eighth note of m. 115 is the octatonic chord with one missing note. Measure 116 sustains an entirely
new chord in this piece, a C minor major 9th chord (illustration 4.14).

Illustration 4.14
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Proceeding into m. 117-120 the meter returns to three dotted eighth note plus one eighth note.
Texturally it consists of the brass, with the woodwinds sustaining from m. 116 to beat three of m. 117.
Harmonically the brass presents a variety of pentachords and hexachords that all contain members of the
octatonic scale. The chords in the brass are also a rhythmically unified version of the chords that were
presented in counterpoint in m. 119-122. The percussion begins to take a leading role in this section and
the four percussionists layer in each measure one at a time until the next section begins (illustration
4.15). This is another example of how Schwantner can take a small amount of material and manipulate
it systematically and texturally to provide musical progression.
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The next section, m. 121-132, begins the climax of the work. This section is approached
uniquely as it is repeated four times in total with each successive repetition adding a new layer to the
texture. Each successive layer makes the texture contrapuntally more complex. Like the section
comprising m. 109-112 the four layers compositely express every sixteenth note when combined
together. In fact this section is a development and expansion of the music from m. 109-112. The first
layer begins with the percussion presenting the same pattern expressed in

m. 120. The rhythmic

pattern changes slightly in m. 127 to give emphasis to the last sixteenth note subdivision of every beat.
The second layer entry is the low winds and low spectrum of the piano and is followed by the third entry
which is the trumpets and horns. The third entry music was previously heard in m. 109-112 and is now
expanded. The final repetition brings in the tutti woodwinds and keyboards with new material that is
related to what is heard in the horns and trumpets. The woodwind layer is essentially the same musical
idea as the trumpet layer in terms of pitch material. It is augmented triads with an added major seventh
that generally moves by half steps displaced by the octave with other occasional skips. The added
quality is that chords in the woodwind layer are a minor third higher than the chords in the high brass
layer which occur just before, just after, or in tandem.
The manner in which this section is notated is clever. The four layers are divided into four
groups labeled A,B,C,D. Group A is the percussion which performs all four times. Group B, the low
winds and low spectrum of the piano, enters in the first repetition. Group C, the high brass, enters in the
second repetition, and group D, the woodwinds and keyboards, enters for the final repetition (illustration
4.16).
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The final climax of the piece begins in m. 133 and continues until m. 138. The meter changes to
four dotted eighth note and is marked ff and crescendos to fff in m. 139. Texturally this consists of a
call and response between the tutti brass and tutti percussion, all still playing drums. The harmony is
purely octatonic chords in different voicings, and the top line of each chord, presented by the trumpet,
follows the [0,1,3,4] octatonic subset. An interesting fact about this section is that the phrase leads to
the highest climax of the work which consists of long sustained metal sounds from tam-tams and
suspended cymbals in the percussion.
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The final section of the piece consists entirely of previously used material at soft dynamic
levels. Musical material at m. 139 is the same as the material and meter in m. 38. It is orchestrated for
the bass clarinets, bassoons, basses, and piano and is repeated until m. 149. Beginning in m. 144 all of
the wind instruments that are not part of the ostinato whistle the 0146 melody from m. 26, now
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transposed to C. This is also doubled by bowed vibraphone in the percussion. A transformation to the
final harmony begins in m. 150 as the ostinato in the piano and low reed instruments alternates every
measure from the ostinato itself to a sustained F minor chord. The last four measures of the work,
beginning in m. 156, switch to four eighth note meter and consist of a sustained F minor chord that is
rearticulated on the downbeat of each measure.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion
From a Dark Millenium represents an eclectic assortment of compositional techniques. These
techniques range from systematic manipulation of tetrachords for harmonic and melodic purposes, to
melodies that are based on general guidelines of alternating half steps and skips. Schwantner also
employed a minimalist approach to harmony in many sections with orchestration being the developing
factor. In addition, he devised a formal structure based on continuous development. Schwantner’s use
of percussion is another compositional technique representative of the composer as this family of
instruments does not merely serve a coloristic role when compared to other works of different
composers from the same time period.
While this work was written over twenty years ago, it is still a mature work that is representative
of Schwantner’s compositional style and is comparable to his more recent works. Many of the basic
elements, motivic writing, minimalistic writing, shared monody, etc., are still present in his most recent
works. In many ways Schwantner’s compositional style is unique but there are also techniques, such as
musical progression through orchestral timbre, that can be related to impressionistic composers.
This work is demanding for the performer as well as the listener. Through Schwantnerian
techniques such as shared monody, each participating performer is challenged to reevaluate his/her
musical role in a way that is not frequently required. The listener is challenged to find aesthetic value in
a work that is not constructed in the same manner as other contemporary wind band works. Many
pieces use harmony as a foundation of musical progression; however, in From a Dark Millenium
harmony is a secondary element while instrumental timbre is the primary vehicle for musical
development. For the listener it can be difficult to appreciate a piece such as this based on an initial
hearing. Works like this require a mature aural palate and can act as a vehicle for musical growth for all
musical parties involved.
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To a listener that is not formally trained in music an appreciation for this work can begin to be
developed by comparing the sound of this work to a picture. This work is like a drawing where
throughout the course of the work the general shape of the image stays the same however the colors,
shading, and sharpness of the image are constantly changing. The pitch material of From a Dark
Millenium essentially does not change much throughout the work however it is constantly reorchestrated and presented in different colors. The “musical image” does not change however the colors
are always evolving. A work such as this presents the ear with a different musical sound scape.
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